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"Mind your manners" is a phrase I often heard my mother say as she raised my two siblings and me. We were aware at a very young age that fighting with each other-even the slightest bit of bickering-would not go unpunished. At the time, I took her teachings for granted, but as I got older, I realized the wisdom of her words and advice. Nowadays, this same sort of squabbling that I did as a child seems to be commonplace among adults in policy and political discussions. Every time I turn on the television, I see program hosts, analysts and politicians arguing back and forth about different issues. While I can relate to their passion over these important matters, I think many have forgotten how to hold a civil, healthy debate without personally attacking others. Flashy performances seem to have overshadowed making intelligent and honest points, and this is not helpful as we try to solve the challenges facing our nation.

At a time when our country is deeply divided along party lines, it is important to keep the rhetoric civil and try to cooperate with one another. I think most Americans are disappointed with the behavior they are seeing out of Republicans and Democrats alike. The American people deserve politicians who will spend their time working for them, not working against each other. For this reason, I recently joined the Center Aisle Caucus-commonly branded the Civility Caucus-to help improve relations among my colleagues on both sides of the aisle, encourage healthy and constructive debate on the House floor, and promote bipartisanship in Congress. 

The Center Aisle Caucus, formed by Representatives Tim Johnson (R-IL) and Steve Israel (D-NY), is a bipartisan group of House members committed to working cooperatively to achieve a civil climate for conducting our nation's business. More than 40 of my colleagues from both parties have joined this group, all with the ultimate goal of working together in a more positive and productive manner. 

Congress was intended to be a branch of government that stimulates discussion and where compromise is possible, but partisanship stands as a hindrance to this purpose. Disagreements between Democrats and Republicans will always exist, and there are many issues on which neither party may ever agree. While understanding there will always be disagreements on either side of the aisle, substantive discussion should be possible and even encouraged among our leaders who must set an example for the American public.

Conducting debate in a reasonable way and reducing partisanship are both important objectives adopted by the Center Aisle Caucus to improve the atmosphere and effectiveness of Congress. Instead of looking for ways to disagree, we must search for ways to agree and use this as a foundation for our policy discussions. The Center Aisle Caucus will also push for rule changes to allow more unscripted debate on the House floor in order to support members' differing philosophies and engage in a more civil and well-rounded discussion.

Working for our constituents and the greater good of the country must always be our first priority. As government leaders, we should support ideas based on merits, not whether an idea stemmed from the Republican or Democratic camp. The Center Aisle Caucus is founded on these beliefs and the certainty that a more civil environment in Washington will result in a more productive one as well. I will continue to stand my ground on core issues that are important to my constituents in North Florida, but I will do so without personally attacking my colleagues. At the same time, I do not think it is farfetched or naïve to believe that there are many issues on which Republicans and Democrats can work together so that the nation will benefit.

Members of the Center Aisle Caucus share a steadfast and overarching interest in making government work for the people, and it is this belief that led me to join this important group. It is my hope that in the coming months we are able to help improve the atmosphere in Washington so that it is more conducive to legislative progress instead of a haven for political rhetoric. Policy disagreements are par for the course, but it is time for government leaders to respect each other's opinions, which in turn will be good for democracy and the American people.
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